Abstract-In Tess of the D'Urbervilles, Hardy brings to picture a helpless innocent country girl who is the victim of Victorian patriarchal society and the injustice of social law. The study makes an attempt to bring to light the injustice of social law, the hypocrisy of social prejudice and the inequality of male-dominance in the Victorian Patriarchal society and shows Hardy's heartfelt commiseration towards Tess, the protagonist, who is the symbolic of rural women who were ruthlessly crushed in male-dominated world. This study further aims at scrutinizing the biased social norms, the unjust laws the rotten ethics and the malicious morality standards, which contribute to Tess's innocent crush.
Of all the novels of Hardy, Tess of the d'Urbervilles now appeals to the widest audience. The book's popularity with the common reader has displaced the earlier ascendancy of The Return of the Native. It can even be asserted that Hardy's novel has proved to be prophetic of a sensibility by no means fully emergent in 1891. More than a century later, the book sometimes seems to have moments of vision that are contemporary with us.(p. 12)
II. ARGUMENT
The study delves into the silent world of the helpless women by having a journey in Hardy's Tess of the D'Urbervilles. A journey, which brings inevitable tears to any sympathetic eyes that have ever witnessed the unjust treatment of man towards his/her own fellow beings Tess of the D'Urhervilles (1891) is the pitiable story of Tess Durbeyfield, a peasant working girl, who was seduced by Alec D'Urbervilles and the traumatic experiences she went through which culminated in retributive justice from an uncaring society. In Tess of the D'Urhemilles Hardy attacked the basic moral assumptions of the Victorian Age which condemned the innocent and defenseless victim of a seducer while the actual culprit of the crime was untouched by the law.
Hardy subtitled the novel as "A Pure Woman" out of his own conviction of the essential purity of his heroine. In his preface to the novel, Hardy remarks:
This novel being one wherein the great campaign of the heroine begins after an event in her experience which has usually been treated as fatal to her part of protagonist, or at least as the virtual ending of her enterprises and hopes, it was quite contrary to avowed conventions that the public should welcome the book, and agree with me in holding that there was something more to be said in fiction than had been said about the shaded side of a well-known catastrophe. (1994, p. 21, henceforth Hardy)
Hardy is frank about embodying a recognizable contemporary problem in his novel. His authorial comments reveal a consistency and strength of purpose, which leave no doubt that he is arguing in favor of the fallen woman. Hardy's argument is that though Tess had fallen, she should not be judged by her fall alone but by her own intentions, nature and the circumstances that compelled her to be in this position. Tess was too young when her sexual molestation took place and there was no particular intention or even romantic attachment to Alec. She had to submit herself to the will of her employer, Alec, due to her helpless situation and her ignorance about the consequences of such a relationship.
While expounding violence against women, Nye (1988) observes: ''Brownmiller, in her influential Against Our Will placed rape at the threshold of human history as an exercise of male power over women.'' (p.97)
The controversy about Tess of the D'Urbervilles is about moral values. According to Hardy, Tess's purity lies in her innocence and ignorance for not having received any instructions or self-acquired knowledge on the subject from any source. Nevertheless, Hardy and his heroine attracted tremendous commendations as well as furious uproar. Erring wives wrote to him asking advice and seeking sympathy. Hardy made Tess a living entity. Hardy's challenge of the norms of Victorian Age to defend the rights of women and his sympathy for them are strong proofs of his being a feminist novelist. In the preface to the first edition, Hardy wrote:
In respect of the book's opinion and sentiments, I would ask any too genteel reader, who cannot endure to have said what everybody nowadays thinks and feels, to remember a well-worn sentence of St. Jerome's: If an offence come out of the truth, better is it that the offence come than that the truth be concealed. (Hardy, P. 19) Here, Hardy defends his opinions forcefully. He attacks his critics logically and even invites public judgment that he deliberately treats the theme of the fallen woman by giving it a new dimension.
Tess is presented to us as an independent and a spirited woman. Her relation with Alec was far from being romantic as it proved to be dangerous with unpredictable consequences later. Like Grace Melbury in The Woodlander, a victim of her father's foolishness and vanity, Tess also was a victim of her mother, Joan Durbeyfield, whose opportunism and folly put Tess in danger in the hands of Alec D'Urberville. She rebuked Tess for failing to obtain a marriage ring from Alec. But Tess, instead, held her mother responsible for what had happened to her:
Why didn't you tell me there was danger in menfolk'? Why didn't you warn me? Ladies know what to fend hands against because they read novels that tell them of these tricks: but I never had the chance of learning in that way, and you didn't help me! (Hardy, p. 111)
Tess blamed her mother for being negligent in educating her about guarding herself. Her mother was interested only in rank and fame at the expense of her daughter's happiness. Hardy suggests that the mother should be the ultimate mentor for her daughter in such a cruel world. Therefore, Tess's mother was partly responsible for her miseries which started in Alec's beastly behavior. In the end, the village gossip and the system of feudal life-tenancy forced Tess into accepting Alec's protection.
Tess's tragedy is also brought out by Alec D'Urberville and Angel Clare. As Rode (2006) before its burial made Tess do it herself. Even the burial site allotted to the newborn was in a remote corner of the graveyard usually set aside for bad characters like murderers and law-breakers. The baptism and the burial scene are highly contemptible for a progressive society and Christian tenets as per the unforgiving nature exhibited in both cases. Subbamma (1985) explains:
Religion has condemned women to slavery from birth onwards. Society has restricted the development of her personality. Man has suppressed her talents. It is a pity that we have not realized that it is not woman alone but entire humanity that will suffer on account of oppression of women. (p. 11)
When Angel Clare deserted Tess after marriage, Alec made another attempt to make Tess accept him. He informed her that Angel Clare would never come back to her and once again he reminded her of her little brothers and sisters who needed financial support. Being unselfish and ready to sacrifice for her family, Tess accepted Alec. At this time, Clare came to look for Tess but failed to meet her. On knowing that she had lost Clare for the second time, Tess became desperate. In addition to this, Alec's taunting about Clare whom she still loved, provoked Tess to take the extreme step of killing him. Such action was due to frustration and the pain inflicted on her throughout the course of her life. She was forced to take the law into her own hands because there was no existing law to protect her rights. However, this invited capital punishment from the authorities regardless of the circumstances which forced Tess to commit the crime. Subbamma (1985) says: "The woman has been relegated to the second place, oppressed by society and religion and dominated by man." (ibid)
Angel Clare with whom Tess was involved in a genuine romantic relationship was also equally responsible for Tess's tragic end. After professing unfailing love for Tess, Angel entered into a marriage with Tess, despite her unwillingness and cautious approach. Angel Clare's voluntary confession of a forty-eight hour dissipation with a strange woman was forgiven by Tess. But a similar confession from Tess about her forced sexual violation by Alec and its consequences was unacceptable to Angel Clare. He not only failed to forgive Tess and forget her past but also at that very moment, rejected her as his lawful wife. MacGregor (1987) points out:
A wife might without any loss of caste… condone an act of adultery on the part of the husband, but a husband could not condone a similar act on the part of a wife, and for this among other reasons. . . that the adultery of the wife might be the means of palming suspicious offspring on the husband while the adultery of husband could have no such effect with regard to the wife." (p. 20)
In spite of her earnest pleading that she was a child then, uninstructed and unaware of man-woman relationship, Angel was not at all ready to accept her: "You were more sinned against than sinning, that I admit I forgive you, but forgiveness is not all." (Hardy, p. 268) Tess quoted some cases worse than hers where the men did not mind at all. To this, Clare replied: "Decrepit families imply decrepit wills, decrepit conduct. Heaven, why did you give me a handle for despising you more by informing me of your descent!" (p. 269)
Angel Clare was referring to Tess as a descendant of the D'Urberville family. He was unconcerned and indifferent to Tess about the consummation of their marriage. He urged Tess to say that her confession was not true, but Tess stood firm by her words. We can see here that Hardy's aggressive attack is mounted against the man and the social attitudes he represents. Schneir (1996) says, according to Seneca's Fall's Declaration:
that the same amount of virtue, delicacy and refinement of behaviour that is required of woman in the social state, should also be required of man, and the same transgression should be visited with equal severity on both man and woman. (p. 81) Angel Clare is a self-consciously modern thinker who shows considerable indifference to social forms and observances. But he fails conclusively at the first test of his emancipation and proves to be deeply entrenched in convention in his attitude to women. His inconsistency demonstrates the unconscious hypocrisy of the moral codes. His change from a liberal agnostic to a puritanical moralist manifests how deep sexual prejudices are rooted even among progressive people. Angel Clare resembles Henry Knight in Pair of Blue Eyes in his conventional attitude towards women. Like Angel Clare, Knight demands perfection in the woman he marries and when he discovers that Elfride has loved another man, he feels that she is an imposter. Both of them fall in love with a moral quality rather than a woman. When Elfride realizes this, she retorts by saying:
Am I such a-mere characterless toy-as to have no attraction in me, apart from-freshness? Haven't I brains? You said-I was clever and ingenious in my thoughts, and-isn't that anything?. . . You have praised my voice, and my manner, and my accomplishments. Yet all these things together are so much rubbish because I-accidentally saw a man before you! (Hardy, 1975, p. 365) When he learns about Elfride's overnight escape with Stephen Smith, he jumps to the conclusion that Elfride is a fallen woman and starts reacting as a representative of social morality. He is wrong about Elfride as she has spent the night quite chastely. His attitude to women has been traditional like Angel Clare:
Elfride loved him, he knew, and he couldn't leave off loving her, but marry her he would not. If she could but be again his own Elfride-the woman she had seemed to be-but that woman was dead and buried, and he knew her no more! (p. 389) However, both Tess and Angel Clare were also guilty of idealizing each other and that was the reason for the failure of their marriage as much as the double moral standards and cruel social laws. Angel Clare could not bear the knowledge of Tess's liaison with Alec because he wanted to believe that Tess was a symbol of purity. This can be seen We can see that Angel Clare, an advanced and well meaning young man, was still a slave to custom and conventionality. The idealistic sexual prejudice overpowered his intelligence and tenderness. In this context, Hardy contends:
The basic flaw in Angel is a morbid idealism-an idealism, derived from certain human institutions, certain social attitudes prevalent in his time and class, which has gone bad and become negative. (p. 17)
However, Tess too idealized Angel Clare with whom she was in love. It was because she almost worshipped Clare, looking up to him for advice and guidance in everything, that she was unable to see his moral judgement of her as simply wrong. She accepted his decision to leave her without any protest or hesitation. Such passivity is taken as a basic flaw in the character of Tess:
I shan't do anything, unless you order me to: and if you go away from me I shall not follow 'cc and if you never speak to me anymore I shall not ask why, unless you tell me I may. (p. 266)
De Beauvoir (1988) explains:
The woman in love who before her lover is in the position of the child before its parents is also liable to that sense of guilt she felt with them; she chooses not to revolt against him as long as she loves him, but she revolts against herself. If he loves her less than she wants him to; if she fails to engross him, to make him happy to satisfy him, all her narcissism is transformed into self-disgust, into humiliation, into hatred of herself, which drive her to self-punishment. (pp. 661-62)
Hardy asserts the dangerous state of such relationship based not on real understanding but on false, self-induced vision of the other person. Tess surrendered totally and resigned to her fate as she saw Clare infallible, almost godlike. Subbamma (1985) states:
Tradition has equated service and devotion to husband as equivalent to a higher and nobler life in world of gods. That is why women worship their husbands as `living gods,' they sing their praise and beg for favours. In return, they receive nothing but humiliation. (p. 12)
Another factor of Tess's misfortune is that she too has absorbed the false moral code in the course of events. She is prepared to accept Clare's judgment of her even though her instincts tell her that he is a hypocrite. Hardy points out that in blaming herself for her seduction by Alec, Tess substituted a false idea of sexuality for a natural one. Hardy says that her own poor opinion of herself and her conduct is:
Based on shreds of convention, peopled by phantoms and voices antipathetic to her, was a sorry and mistaken creation of Tess's fancy-a cloud of moral hobgoblins by which she was terrified without reason. It was they that were out of harmony with the actual world, not she. (p. 114)
Hardy blames social institution and religious establishments for Tess's sufferings as most of her miseries have been generated by her own conventional aspect and not by her innate sensitivity. Schneir (1996) refers to Elizabeth Cady Stanton saying, "Ow laws and constitutions, our creeds and codes, and the custom of social life are all of masculine origin'?" ( p. 28) However, lovers in Hardy's novels find happiness only when both partners have tenderness for each other, for happiness begets happiness. Angel Clare and Tess find true happiness only when Angel learns to care for Tess and her happiness more than for his convictions and principles. In this regard, Hugman (1970) states: "The two halves of the `perfect whole' come together for a few brief moments which seem to be as much as human frailty can bear. But they are unique and glorious moments." (pp. 60-61)
In the final analysis, Tess is portrayed as the most admirable character in the novel while the other two men in her life are depicted as the victims of false human ideals. Alec believed that he could play `the master' to the peasant girl and Angel too believed that there was some kind of mystic purity in the lower classes. Both these characters have destructive notions as they replace individual human values with false concepts of social behaviour. As Mallett (2002) says:
More specifically, both Alec d'Urberville and Angel Clare find their self-conception of masculinity endangered by their desire for Tess. This danger increases when each becomes aware of the other's existence as a rival, because it forces them to confront the precarious status of the masculine identity they have constructed. Their destruction of Tess is a direct result of their attempt to stabilise that identity, and in so doing defeat the rival who embodies an alternative vision of self which they cannot accept. (p. 88)
Again it is observed that Angel is obsessed with the idea of feminine purity and a sceptic lacking in compassion. His ambivalent feelings are clouded by his desire to break free of his religious and social background. But such desires are seen not strong enough to withstand the confession-scene. When Tess confesses her past to him, Angel becomes too blinded by his idealistic notions. Yet, he has a genuine love for Tess which lies beneath his conscious self. The scene of Angel's sleep-walking carrying Tess across the river prepares the readers for his final realization of his true sentiments for her. However, Angel Clare is inconsistent in character. He complains about the social ordinances of marriage as constraining, when his own view of purity in his wife binds him more to the social law. He is self-alienated and one of the most complex and contradictory of Hardy's male characters.
Tess of the D'Urhervilles emphasizes also the effect of the abstract concepts about conduct. Through Angel's characterization, Hardy illustrates that life-denying ideas are extremely destructive in effect. In this novel, Hardy lifts the tale of a wronged peasant girl into the realm of tragedy. It is not only the tale of Tess Durbeyfield but also the story of sufferings and subordination of any woman. It is about a pure soul struggling against the evils of double standards and the pretentious moral and social forces. It also stands as a sustained attack on false morality with its inflexible demand for purity in women only. It reduced Tess to terrible poverty and drove her back to Alec D'Urbervilles.
In regard to the subordination and resignation of women, De Beauvoir (1988) says: This resignation inspires the patience often admired in women. They can stand physical pain much better than men: they are capable of stoical courage when circumstances demand it; lacking the male's aggressive audacity; many women distinguish themselves by their calm tenacity in passive resistance. (p. 613)
Tess's meekness and endurance in her love for Angel Clare evoke bitter emotions which pierce the stoniest moral heart. In her last letter to Angel, she pours out her frustration and anger:
O why have you treated me so monstrously, Angel! I do not deserve it. I have thought it all over carefully, and 1 can never; never forgive you! You know that I did not intend to wrong you-why have you so wronged me? You are cruel, cruel indeed? I will try to forget you. It is all injustice I have received at your hands! It is quite true!" said Angel, throwing down the letter. (p. 414) But such response is late; it is even seen as an important change in Angel's attitude. In the end, Tess herself realizes that she was mistaken in accepting Clare's estimate of her.
III. CONCLUSION
Tess is the symbol of a country girl who is the victim of social prejudice and male dominance. She is easily swallowed by the brutal beasts of the sexually dominated cannibals of the patriarchal Victorian society. In this society woman is culturally constructed, rather than biologically defined. As Harvey (2003) comments:
The Victorian middle class image of women was culturally controlled. They were denied political and economic power, and were expected to conform to the idea of separate spheres for men and women. (p. 34)
Tess is caught up in the tragic trap of the brutal social injustice of imposed marriage and sexuality. Finally the study comes to its conclusion by claiming that Tess and Tess like women will always remain the sexual entertainers of the wanton men who see the women nothing more than mere objects for their sexual satisfaction until and unless they start believing in their own autonomy, identity, and this can be only feasible through education. Through education one can gain mental might. It is through the mental might that a woman can stand against the physical might of a man and can stand beside a man claiming the equal social and political status free from any suppression and apprehension. As Bishop (2009, p. 171) quotes Goethe, ''the whole art of life consists in giving up our existence in order to exist.''
